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Spun from four horizons:  re-writing the Sydney Harbour Bridge 
Susan Carson 
Queensland University of Technology 
 
The Sydney Harbour Bridge provides an imaginative space that is revisited by Australian 
writers in particular ways. In this space novelists, poets, and cultural historians negotiate 
questions of emotional and psychological transformation as well as reflect on social and 
environmental change in the city of Sydney. The writerly tensions that mark these accounts 
often alter, or query, representations of the Bridge as a symbol of material progress and 
demonstrate a complex creative engagement with the Bridge.  
This discussion of ‘the Bridge’ focuses on the work of four authors, Eleanor Dark, P.R. 
Stephensen, Peter Carey and Vicki Hastrich and includes a range of other fictional and non-
fictional accounts of ‘Bridge-writing.’ The ideas proffered are framed by a theorising of 
space, especially referencing the work of Michel de Certeau, whose writing on the spatial 
ambiguity of a bridge is important to the examination of the diverse ways in which Australian 
writers have engaged with the imaginative potential and almost mythic resonance of the 
Sydney Harbour Bridge. 
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Introduction 
The Sydney Harbour Bridge began life as a dazzling expression of interwar modernity. In the 
1930s it was one of the modern world’s most costly feats of engineering,1 a structural marvel, 
a beacon of progress, and a sign that Sydney had become a global metropolis. There was 
unstinting praise from all quarters, tributes that generally related to the materiality of the 
Bridge, its (short lived) position as the largest in the world, and its iconic status. However, 
some Australian writers of the period invested the Bridge with a complex range of meanings 
that lay outside the narrative of national symbol: they wrote of the Bridge as an imaginative 
space in which the symbolism of material progress was but one aspect of a diverse range of 
representations.  
The Bridge became a creative, if ambiguous, space of narrative engagement and this 
ambivalence appears to recur in contemporary work. Whereas many accounts of the Bridge 
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focus on its historical or cultural importance, I propose that writers continue to engage with 
the Bridge as a transformative imaginative space that constantly renews its creative appeal. 
Writers consider this imaginative space in two ways: one, the Bridge becomes a sequestered 
space for the gathering of meaning; and two, the structure is a focal point for the performance 
of Sydney-the-city and in this context the Bridge visually frames the city.  
In material terms, the Bridge joins the northern and southern shores of the Harbour. The 
act of crossing is for many a part of a daily transport routine that distinguishes home and 
work. My argument asserts, however, that the Bridge appears to maintain a gravitational pull 
on the public imagination that is adjunct to everyday activity. Writers, as cultural workers, 
whether they use the Bridge or not, mark out a literary response to broader social and 
political questions via this public space. The Bridge is a focal point in an environment that 
historically displays oppositions. Peter Lalor says that Sydney, from its earliest convict 
settlement days, ‘was always a town divided’2 socially, politically and spatially. Today the 
Bridge still delineates lifestyle and political affiliations, but it can unify as well: witness the 
Sorry Day march of 2000 and subsequent activism. At the top of the arch at 134 metres above 
mean sea level there is an unparalleled perspective on the city that Peter Carey calls ‘the 
Coney Island of the 21
st
 Century’: one can look down on the fairground of Luna Park, the 
commercial life of Circular Quay, and the aesthetics of the Opera House.3 Many writers, like 
Carey, have considered the Bridge as an act of crossing, or have climbed its heights. Others 
look up to the structure from a stationary position on ground level. The common thread in 
these diverse representations is that the Bridge is a space that is magical, suspended, and both 
a part of, and yet apart from, the city that relies on its presence.  
The premise that a bridge across the Harbour could function as an imaginative and indeed 
mythical site was evident before Sydney was even a town. The prophetic poem ‘Visit of 
Hope to Sydney Cove’ by Erasmus Darwin was published in England in 1789. Darwin, who 
relied on Watkin Tench’s writings, did not visit Port Jackson, but his poem foretold a 
glorious span across the magnificent Harbour. In the years of settlement, early colonial 
development and into the nineteenth century the topic of ‘a bridge’ was raised intermittently. 
The early twentieth century offered the combination of technology, finance, political 
pragmatism and committed leadership that finally enabled work to commence in 1924. The 
long years of construction were a constant source of fascination for Sydney: many artists, 
film makers and photographers captured the visual changes to the landscape. 
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Writers also observed and wrote about the spectacle of construction but their writing 
presents an intriguingly mixed reaction to the project. This diversity of representation can be 
traced from the earliest literary accounts (written long before the project was begun, as 
Darwin’s verse indicates) through to recent fiction and non-fiction. The following discussion 
of this literary trajectory and its many manifestations focuses on the novels of Eleanor Dark 
in the interwar period, the non-fiction of P.R ‘Inky’ Stephensen in the 1960s, the creative 
memoir by Peter Carey in 2001 and Vicki Hastrich’s fictionalising of the building of the 
Bridge, The Great Arch, published in 2008. These varied works are investigated at length 
because they straddle, roughly, the period of Bridge construction to the present day and 
because they pay particular attention to the relationship between the natural and the man-
made environments and the Bridge space as transformative. The other works discussed are of 
interest because they are evidence of writing from other genres (for example, poetry) that 
speak to the ideas of the four authors examined and demonstrate the diversity of 
representations of the Bridge.  
 
Theoretical spaces: imagining, performing 
This loose collection of poetry, novels, memoir and non-fiction demonstrates a collective 
response to the Bridge as a site of imaginative and performative practices concentrated in 
writing. Despite the angle of view, it seems that the Bridge acts as a site of transformation 
and self-exploration that operates on quite different principles to the use of the landed spaces 
around the pylons, or, in fact, the waterway below. In this context Michel de Certeau’s 
influential framing of space, especially city space, as sites of practice that are fictionalised4 
before they materialise is important.  
De Certeau refers in particular to the spatial ambiguity of a bridge which becomes a site 
of inversions and displacement that offers a way out (for example, for those in the enclosure 
of a city) or a departure, in which the purpose is to seek the alien or exterior.5 A bridge can 
function as an index of spaces: it can be a space between legitimate and alien territories that 
is always contradictory, ambiguous and ambivalent. In his writing, de Certeau is referring to 
a bridge that crosses a river, but the discussion below considers a bridge that crosses a 
harbour. Whereas river space is directional (operating from source to ocean), the landform 
that encloses a Harbour allows the water to form a mass of a different dimension, a natural 
narrative amphitheatre. But de Certeau’s point about spatial ambiguity still stands: 
Australian authors appear to invest this particular bridge with a range of meanings that speak 
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to de Certeau’s ideas about the essential ambiguity of the structure rather than the certainty 
of national symbolism. This ambivalence is intriguing when one considers the overt 
economic and social forces that were expressed in the construction of the Bridge. As a 
project that would symbolise Sydney’s position as a global cosmopolitan centre, and 
announce Australia’s progress to the world, it was without rival, yet the structure has now 
become a site on which cultural tensions are displayed. 
Some commentators consider the negotiation of space and place as productive ways 
of thinking specifically about Sydney’s Harbour and these ideas give rise to useful 
concepts in discussions of the Bridge. Bruce Andrews, in lamenting the tokenistic 
treatment of Sydney Harbour in film, identifies the importance of an imaginative space 
as a centre of meaning. He refers to Edward Soja’s concept of the ‘Secondspace’ which 
is a ‘conceived space – space which is subjective and imagined – the domain of 
representations and image. This corresponds to many people’s notion of place – a felt 
and cared for centre of meaning.’6 As well, general ideas about the performative aspects 
of a designated space can contribute to specific discussions of the Bridge. For example, 
Tim Cresswell’s re-working of de Certeau – in which he emphasises place as an 
‘unstable stage for performance’7 offers a further approach to thinking about Bridge-
writing. Cresswell states: 
 
thinking of place as performed and practiced can help us think of place in 
radically open and non-essentialized ways where place is constantly struggled 
over and reimagined in practical ways. Place is the raw material for the creative 
production of identity rather than an a priori label of identity. Place provides the 
conditions of possibility for creative social practice.8 
 
Cresswell refers to place in this instance, rather than space, but the general notion of 
performativity can be appropriated for space. The ideas put forward by de Certeau, 
Cresswell and Soja (via Andrews) are useful to my examination of the work of the four 
authors because Dark, Stephensen, Carey and Hastrich each discusses the Bridge as a mobile 
and performative site that houses changing social practices. The writers are not alone: 
historians and urban planners have also considered the performative opportunities offered by 
Sydney Harbour in general and the Bridge in particular. Peter Lalor says any bridge ‘is as 
much a leap of imagination as a triumph over geographical division’9 and Patrick Malone 
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says the entire waterfront can be seen as ‘an arena for international development capital and 
as a stage of postmodern culture.’10 For Malone, the Harbour is a stage that houses ‘the 
rituals of the city and state ... played against the backdrop of the waterfront.’11 
Above all, creative writers, historians and planners acknowledge the sense of ownership 
inspired by the Bridge. Since the infamous opening ceremony of 19 March 1932, when the 
right-wing campaigner Francis de Groot forced his way past New South Wales Labor 
premier Jack Lang to cut the ribbon in the name of the people of Australia, it has been more 
than just any Bridge. History shows us, however, that the basis for this understanding was 
prepared long before the foundation stone was laid in 1925. 
 
Writing the Bridge: early representations 
A long-standing issue that frames many of the twentieth century and later literary 
responses to the Bridge is the belief that European presence and development has 
brought destruction to the natural landscape of Sydney and its environs. Such anti-urban 
attitudes build on e strong nineteenth-century traditions of representing the urban as as 
inimical to the bush and Sydney as a city of shysters. For instance, Richard White 
identifies  A.B. ‘Banjo’ Paterson’s 1889 rejection of the city in ‘Clancy of the 
Overflow’ in favour of the ‘vision splendid’ of the bush . White also quotes Francis 
Adams’s (1885) claim that Sydney is ‘the home-elect of the six-fingered and six-toed 
giant of British Philistinism’.12The most frequently referenced observation of Sydney’s 
sinfulness from this period is perhaps Mark Twain’s 1895 statement that while God had 
made the Harbour ‘Satan made Sydney.’.13  
It is not surprising then that from the start the Bridge acquired a heroic technological 
status that meant that it was capable of being above, or outside of the sinful urban mass 
of the city. Writers have, of course, taken up different positions on this issue: earlier 
writers tended to naturalise the Bridge to soften and temper the intrusion of steel onto 
the landscape whereas more recent writers, such as Carey, demonise the built 
environment and allow the Bridge to sit somewhat to the side of the narrative of 
destruction in which Sydney becomes ‘the bastard child of Corbusier and Ronald 
McDonald’.14 But the common factor in this often contested space is the sense of the 
other-worldliness that appears to protect the space from the city of which it is a part.  
This other-worldliness was engendered by the almost-mythical status of the Bridge 
in the florid poem ‘Visit of Hope to Sydney Cove’ noted above. Erasmus Darwin’s 
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vision of Sydney anticipated the Bridge in the following lines: ‘There the proud arch, 
Colossus-like, bestride/Yon glittering streams, and bound the chafing tide.’ 15 His noble 
Colossus was actually proposed as early as 1815. Francis Greenway, the convict 
architect, proposed a bridge to Governor Macquarie in 1815 and then in 1825 saying:  
 
Thus in the event of the Bridge being thrown across from Dawes Battery to the 
North Shore, a town would be built on that shore, and would have formed with 
these buildings a grand whole, that would have indeed surprised anyone entering 
the harbour; and would have given an idea of strength and magnificence that 
would have reflected credit and glory on the colony and the Mother Country. 16 
 
Greenway clearly conceived of a Bridge as a lynchpin in a performative space that 
would carry a strong imperial and high culture message. Social and cultural practices 
could then be built around the Bridge to reinforce the city’s cultural and political 
identity. It is somewhat paradoxical that when the Bridge actually did open in 1932, the 
event was marked by Australia’s celebrated poet of popular verse, C.J. Dennis. Dennis 
was sponsored by Lewis Berger and Sons, the paint company, to produce a 
commemorative work called ‘I dips me lid.’ In this poem, Dennis’s Sentimental Bloke, 
the famous fictional working man, sits beside the Harbour and dreams of a conversation 
with Governor Phillip in which they discuss, among other issues, Erasmus Darwin’s 
vision of Hope. At the close of the poem, the Sentimental Bloke and Phillip’s ghost 
stand to salute the Bridge as a wondrous miracle of growth.  
 
The radiant city 
The Bridge was understood as a symbol of modernity when it was completed and many 
modernist interpretations of the structure and its environs are now celebrated works of art, yet 
the discussion of Sydney’s modernism in general has been limited. Some writers feel that this 
is part of a general disinterest in Australian modernism. Felicity Collins, in her discussion of 
Australian film, claims that the collective Australian memory of the interwar period of 
modernism has been ‘partly-erased’.17 It is possible that this erasure has to do with narrow 
ideas about the operations of modernism in Australian culture. In particular, literary 
modernism included a stronger component of regionalism and specific attention to landscape 
than was commonly accepted as ‘characteristic’ of European modernism. 
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For example, Christina Stead’s modernist-influenced novel Seven Poor Men of Sydney 
(1934) contained exquisite and lengthy descriptions of Sydney Harbour and city. Stead saw 
Sydney in mythic terms: a character in Seven Poor Men of Sydney says in relation to the 
beauty of the Harbour: ‘I could not help thinking our radiant city should make sacrifices on 
holidays, as in the old days.’18 Stead had left Australia by the time construction of the Bridge 
began but Eleanor Dark, a writer who, like Stead, had grown up in Sydney, was able to make 
much of the new addition to the Harbour. Dark was fascinated by the Bridge’s design and its 
narrative potential. In her novel Return to Coolami, published in 1936, Dark tells the story of 
a family in crisis who take a car journey to the western plains of New South Wales. The 
family crosses the Bridge in a new Madison sedan, leaving the problems of city life for a 
short holiday on a rural property. One character welcomes the convenience of the modern 
bridge (after years of using the punt to cross the Harbour) and refers to the steel structure as a 
‘miraculous beauty curving and spinning away over your head’ with a ‘cobweb wizardry of 
steel, of soaring arches just touched by the first sunrays to a faint golden warmth’.19  
Dark’s earlier novels had represented country towns as both a place of refuge and a site of 
enclosure and in this sense Return to Coolami re-works a familiar theme. But the novel also 
privileges modern transport and indicates her growing interest in the urban (and Harbour) 
landscape that she would expand on in Waterway. The Bridge literally liberated Sydney 
residents as traffic congestion was becoming hazardous. Dark’s work is interesting because it 
registers an aesthetic response as much as it represents the pragmatic benefits of the Bridge. 
The passengers expect to be comforted by the natural beauty of the Harbour in the early 
morning, but the Bridge is ‘something you hadn’t expected, hadn’t look for - it was an extra, 
given free with the morning’.20 The everyday is displaced by a space that allows each 
traveller access to an imaginary state and this state is different for each person in the car. The 
ordinary is inverted as happiness is conferred, for some, by being on the Bridge, while others 
are resistant. Soon the dilemmas besetting each member of the touring party will be solved 
through the passage of time (in the car) so that when the Madison reaches Coolami there is a 
resolution that would not have been possible without leaving the city – but which can be 
taken back into a renewed life in the city, or to use de Certeau’s framework, can be 
encountered again after the crossing back over the water.  
In her 1938 homage to Sydney Harbour, Waterway, Dark links the Bridge with the natural 
landform of the Harbour as she attempts to privilege both the modernity and the naturalness 
of the structure. At the close of Waterway naturalisation wins out when the doctor-hero of the 
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work, Oliver Denning, sees the sky as ‘ridged with flame’ and the waterway ‘in a western 
haze of paling gold’ in which ‘the bridge spanned it like a rainbow’ and ‘the city skyline sank 
into a lavender-coloured mist’.21 This other-worldliness could be seen as out of place in the 
metropolis but this representation is consistent with the mythic aura that many writers 
invested in the Bridge. Whereas Waterway draws attention to the less savoury aspects of 
modern industrial life in the urban environment, the Bridge itself floats above the industrial 
processes of the city. For example, the deaths of a number of Bridge workers during 
construction are never mentioned. Dark sees the Harbour itself as the democratic space of 
Sydney: it is the peoples’ ‘highway and their playground,’ offering ‘security and 
anchorage’.22 But at times the bountiful and peaceful Harbour becomes destructive, as in the 
Greycliffe 1927 shipping disaster (the collision of a ferry and an ocean-going liner) that draws 
together many of the characters of Waterway. In keeping with Dark’s predominantly 
optimistic view, the children in her novel who are travelling on the ferry survive the collision, 
although many children involved in the historical accident drowned. Lalor relates that a 
worker on the Bridge recalled this incident with great sorrow: ‘I remember the great activity 
there and the next week was very bad because they were bringing up all the bodies of these 
poor little schoolgirls that had got drowned there’.23  
Dark’s image of the Bridge as a miraculous web is found as well in a 1939 poem ‘Via the 
Bridge’ by Ricketty Kate (Minnie Agnes Filson). The poem depicts a train journey across the 
Bridge, invoking a very different relationship to space and time to that experienced by a 
motorist. Here, the traveller’s attention to newspaper headlines and the ‘crimson pointed 
nails/of the woman opposite’ are diverted by the heightened sensation of being so far above 
the sea so ‘Then you will want to put your hands/Out of the window/And let them 
flutter/With all the things/That move above the waters.’ The poem continues, in part: 
 
And, when you are in the centre  
That enormous centre 
Moulded of concrete and steel, 
And the sweat of hands 
And the labour of minds 
And there is nothing beneath 
But the wind and the smoke and the gulls  
Nothing to the East and nothing to the West 
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But the miraculous web of the skies 
Spun from the four horizons, 
‘This is a great wonder,’ 
Your spirit will sing: 24 
 
Ricketty Kate, like Dark, depicts Bridge travel as a space of liberation inspired by the 
merging of the industrial and natural worlds. In this space the social practice of commuting 
can be transformed into a subjective experience of pleasure and freedom, a sensation that will 
end when the train re-enters the rail tunnel. And for Kate, like Dark, the Bridge is invested 
both with a progressive modernity and a naturalisation that becomes almost spiritual. 
According to Peter Conrad this linking of Harbour and technology is one of the 
characteristics of Australian modernism. He notes that the Bridge all at once ‘modernised 
Sydney’.25 For Dark, the Bridge was a symbol of ‘ultimate good’.26 Conrad has argued that 
Australian literature focuses on plains and flatness ‘rather than the condensation and 
verticality of the city’27 and it is possible to see the inversions and displacements of this 
topography in the work of Dark and other modernists of the period in their representations of 
the Bridge. Dark was as interested in the material and pragmatic resonances of the Bridge as 
in its metaphysical properties, as the reference to the industrial design, the ‘wizardry of steel’ 
phrase indicates. The Bridge offers freedom, a way out of the city in which her fictional 
characters have transgressed sexually or socially. Her bridge becomes at once the site of 
departure and the site of good (thus possessing the double life of space proposed by de 
Certeau), and a centre of meaning (subjective and imagined as per Soja) that captures the 
tensions between urban and built environments that are resolved in the merging of sunrays 
and steel.  
If Dark used Sydney Harbour as a site for the creative production of identity (here 
Cresswell’s ideas about performativity in general are useful), it is the Bridge that brings the 
Harbour into focus and provides the structure for fictional performances on water. For not 
only did the Bridge allow for the subjective representations discussed above, but it also 
marked a fundamental re-focus of tropes of national progress. Collins, writing about filmic 
representations of the Bridge, argues that the ‘civil and structural engineering feat of building 
the Sydney Harbour Bridge marked a shift from the pastoral to the modern economy in the 
1920s, prefiguring post-war nation-building projects such as the Snowy Mountains Hydro-
electricity scheme’.28  
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The tensions between aesthetic representation, subjective imagining and the symbolism of 
national identity in accounts of the Bridge were surveyed in the 1960s by cultural critic and 
publisher, PR ‘Inky’ Stephensen. Stephensen’s 1936 work The Foundations of Culture in 
Australia influenced inter-war discussions of Australian identity and his last work, published 
in 1966, was a labour of love called The History and Description of Sydney Harbour. In this 
historical account, in which Stephensen also refers to Erasmus Darwin’s poem, the Harbour 
is described as ‘symbolic of the national story’.29 Stephensen registered a strong aesthetic 
response to the physical positioning of the Bridge, calling it a perfectly proportioned structure 
‘that has the effect, by optical illusion in some perspectives, making it appear smaller than it 
is, and likewise in making the Harbour, thus spanned, seemed narrower than it is’.30 
Stephensen also emphasises the social and political context in which the Bridge was built, 
describing its construction as a message of hope in the grinding years of the Depression. He 
acknowledges the position of the Bridge in interwar popular culture, noting that it was called 
the Iron Lung because of the life-giving employment the project sustained, and he appears to 
be especially taken with the potential of the Bridge to re-fashion Sydney as a global city. The 
Bridge’s designer, J.C.C. Bradfield was right, Stephensen felt, when he said the Bridge would 
make Sydney a miniature New York. Literary luminaries such as Dame Mary Gilmore 
thought that Bradfield was a ‘patriot’ because he had ‘drawn out a vision and made it in stone 
and steel’.31 Bradfield and Stephensen would have appreciated Christina Stead’s comment 
when she returned to Sydney in 1974 (after 41 years of living in Europe and the United 
States). On driving over the Bridge she looked down to say ‘Is this Sydney? This is New 
York?’32 Stead’s home-coming eventually did not meet her expectations and she seems to 
flag a general ambivalence to her new life in her comment on the modernity of the Bridge. 
The Harbour skyline has changed with the construction of the Bridge (it was not in existence 
when Stead left Australia) and this alteration appears to displace her sense of the city.  
 
Wild and distorted 
Richard White has shown that post-World War II Sydney was seen increasingly as the most 
Australian and American of Australia’s cities and that by the 1950s photographs of the 
Bridge and Harbour ‘challenged the familiar iconography of outback Australia – the 
homestead, the sheep, the lonely gum and the proud Aborigine’.33 This concentration was 
seen in the popularity of John O’Grady’s 1966 novel, They’re a Weird Mob, although only 
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the film, and not the book, references the Bridge. In the last decades of the twentieth century, 
the Bridge seemed to appear in film and visual texts rather than in literary accounts. 
Peter Carey’s 30 Days in Sydney: A Wildly Distorted Account (2001) marks a change to 
this trajectory. The novel is short and covers a number of anarchic and alcohol-fuelled 
experiences that take place during the 30 days in which he visits Sydney, a city in which he 
once worked. Carey’s ‘distorted’ memoir of this visit includes a chapter on the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge, the crossing of which, by car and between home and office, apparently once 
gave Carey panic attacks. When he is staying with friends in Sydney, he dreams that he 
returns to the Bridge to confront his demons of the past and he climbs into the supporting 
arches. After emerging at road level, he climbs further, scaling ladders to the top. At this 
point, colonial and contemporary events blur and Carey imagines he sees the figure of 
Francis Morgan (a convict sentenced by Governor Phillip to hang in chains until his body fell 
into the sea) – who becomes for Carey a symbolic act – at ‘the birthplace of modern 
Australia’.34 His panic attacks of old return, and he looks down on the central business district 
of Sydney as a living monument to Macarthur, the Rum Rebellion, and corruption. 
The Bridge provides Carey with a safe space in which he can confront old fears and look 
down, figuratively and spatially, on Sydney. The distortions of the metropolis that he 
encounters in Sydney are played out in the dream sequence on the Bridge. It is only when he 
has conquered the Bridge that Carey feels he owns Sydney, saying ‘Now Sydney can really 
be mine’.35 Later he crosses the Harbour on the Manly Ferry and feels at that point that he is 
in a different world, one in which even the Bridge of his nightmare is joyous to behold. The 
city central business district is not redeemed however. It has succumbed to a Bladerunner 
aesthetic and is only ‘a mass of exhibitionistic awfulness’.36 Carey’s vision re-works Mark 
Twain’s statement made during his visit of 1895: ‘It is beautiful, of course it’s beautiful – the 
harbour; but that isn’t all of it, it’s only half of it; Sydney’s the other half, and it takes both of 
them to ring the supremacy-bell. God made the harbour and that’s all right; but Satan made 
Sydney’. 37 
Standing at a high point on the Bridge, Carey dreams that he can inhabit the space of the 
past as well as the space of the future. He looks out from the Bridge to modern Sydney and 
the rituals of nationalism that take place on the ground, so that he is part of but observes from 
afar the changes to social practice. These contradictory and often painful associations are 
gathered into the space of the Bridge as Carey swings between sky and land, heaven and hell. 
Such positioning is possible only from the perspective of the Bridge from which Carey can 
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perform his own ritual of penance and assimilation. In the dream sequence, Carey could be 
seen to have taken up de Certeau’s proposal that a bridge can act as an index of spaces. He 
has been away, left Australia, lived abroad, and finds again in Sydney the ‘alien’ that he 
sought. The spaces that Carey enters are political, temporal, and psychological. He seems to 
swing between differing views about the city of Sydney as he literally hangs in the night sky. 
In considering the fate of the unfortunate convict Morgan in his dream, Carey investigates the 
metaphorical chains that tie one to ‘home’ and he finds himself challenged by the experience 
of late twentieth-century Sydney. 
Like Carey, Vicki Hastrich is interested in re-visiting history. Her fictional account of the 
Bridge’s construction, The Great Arch, was published in 2008. In a postscript to the novel 
Hastrich says her greatest thanks go to Frank Cash, rector at Christ Church, Lavender Bay, 
from 1922 to 1961, whose Parables of the Sydney Harbour Bridge: Setting Forth the 
Preparation for, and Progressive Growth of, the Sydney Harbour Bridge, to April 1930 
inspired her novel. Hastrich is keen to point out that The Great Arch is ‘not fictionalised 
biography of Frank Cash. Ralph is my invention.’38 She includes a mix of historical and 
fictional characters, most notably that of Lennie Gwyther, a nine-year-old boy on whom her 
character of Lennie Gwideer is based.  
Hastrich was able to mine a wealth of material for her Bridge narrative. Cash was by all 
accounts an extraordinary figure whose obsession with the Bridge was well known. Lalor 
recounts that Cash’s family had been close to Bradfield, but Bradfield would not give him 
permission to visit the works during construction – as did Dorman Long’s chief engineer 
Lawrence Ennis who wrote the forward to Parables and celebrated Cash’s disregard of 
personal risk in obtaining his photographs and information. The character of Lennie Gwideer 
is based on Lennie Gwyther whose solo long-distance ride on his horse Ginger Mick to see 
the opening of the Bridge made news in Sydney, Melbourne, and London as well as his home 
town of Leongatha in Victoria.  
Hastrich’s novel begins with Ralph Cage in hospital, near death, as he recalls his life 
during the 1930s. The fictional Cage is a naive but well-intentioned man who is fixated with 
the Bridge, to the endless frustration of his parishioners and his family. Hastrich’s Ralph 
Cage displays all the characteristics of Frank Cash’s well-documented passion for the Bridge. 
Ross Gibson has written that Cash saw the Bridge as a visible sign of the Holy Spirit, 
claiming that ‘The Harbour Bridge displays outwardly, the meaning of the image of God.’39 
One of the valuable outcomes of The Great Arch is that it has brought wider attention to the 
 13 
work of Frank Cash and his remarkable and detailed account of Bridge construction. But 
Hastrich appears to be interested equally in the power of the Bridge to engage citizens on a 
metaphysical and spiritual level. In a conflation of spatial imagining, the homes of the poor 
around Lavender Bay are flattened while Ralph asks his parishioners to see the construction 
as bringing the workers closer to the Angels. The novel emphasises the inclusive aspect of the 
Bridge and the opening festivities offer a glimpse of the parties to come: 
 
the lights come on for the Venetian Carnival, coloured fairy globes along the shore 
and in the ship’s rigging ... And then the fireworks ... Sydney Hospital is a war zone 
with faints and fractures and 23 drunks. The day’s toll includes 2 fatal heart attacks, 
1000 people treated at first aid stations and 200 children lost. But what a party! And 
then the stroke of midnight clangs, the ferries stop. The Bridge is open for business. 40  
 
Ralph Cage, in The Great Arch, is often either climbing the Bridge, writing about the 
Bridge, or sitting on the roof of his nearby house looking at the Bridge. Ill at ease with 
people, he is completely at home with the structure and plans of the Bridge which represent 
an emotional focus for his spiritual and religious musings. There is a strong sense that the 
Bridge acts as a transformative, mobile and gathering space similar to that found in Cash’s 
Parables, in which he writes that the Bridge has the power to transform and redeem 
Depression Sydney by way of granite, concrete and steel. Not only would the immediate 
environment be changed for the better, but Sydney would become of interest to the entire 
world. Cash seemingly reaches back to Erasmus Darwin and his vision of Hope when he 
merges in his writing the attributes of the natural and man-made environment, for example 
stating that the hewn granite of the Bridge was ‘an incorruptible gift of nature to society’.41 It 
is interesting that Gibson’s discussion of Cash’s contribution to Bridge discourse returns to 
the tension between the natural and man-environment. For Gibson, the splendour of the 
Harbour is duplicitous because it lulls the population into a complacency over the fate of the 
built environment.  
In The Great Arch Ralph Cage inhabits Soja’s Secondspace, that is the subjective 
and imagined realm that is the domain of representations and image. His continual 
image-making of each stage of the Bridge construction gives him a sense of entitlement 
that is not shared by others. Photography was fundamental to the life of the historical 
Frank Cash and Hastrich has expanded on this passion to develop a crisis for the 
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fictional Cage that is based on the role of image. Ralph’s bitterest frustration occurs 
when he realises that the most popular image of the Bridge that he had produced, and 
the image that makes his work well-known, is that of a young girl on the site eating a 
sandwich – rather than one of the many detailed photographs of construction work that 
he took at great personal risk. The Bridge has moved from providing Cage with a stable 
site on which he can demonstrate and perform his acquired knowledge to a highly 
unstable and even damaging presence in his life. The Bridge has been a site of joy, but 
also a site of struggle, as it was apparently for the historical Reverend Cash.  
 
Conclusion 
Australian writers, from colonial times to the present, have invested ‘the Bridge’ with 
particular spatial qualities. Whereas early accounts attempt to merge the structure with the 
landscape later narratives privilege the site as a space of struggle and contestation. It is 
interesting to register the extent to which the Bridge that is so often described in tokenistic 
terms, as Collins points out, continues to provide an imaginative space for writers. It is clear 
that the Bridge has become a repository of subjective musing that includes a range of 
ambivalent and contradictory ideas about the city of Sydney itself and the process of 
modernity.  
The sense of public ownership of the Bridge appears to grow, rather than diminish, as 
more and more people complete the now famous Bridge Climb and there appears to be few 
other Australian man-made structures that attract the diversity of imaginative investment 
found in representations of the Bridge. Internationally known writers such as Peter Carey 
ruminate on the Bridge as do local writers. This is entirely understandable in the writing from 
the interwar period but it appears that the Bridge still provides writers with an important 
narrative mechanism. This discussion provides a glimpse into another way of understanding 
and considering the Bridge which for many is so familiar. The act of crossing and re-crossing 
high above the Harbour waters can take writers, and readers, into unfamiliar spaces. 
 The process of naturalisation of linking the Bridge to nature is still strong, although the 
tensions between the built and natural environment continue in writing, if not in other 
mediums. In 1989 in The Harbour Breathes (1989) a prose poem tribute to the Harbour by 
Anna Couani and Peter Lyssiotis, the authors write that ‘the beautiful Sydney has been 
robbed of its culture as though to pay for beautiful geography’ and that the Bridge is part of a 
‘show city’ that disguises a dark commercialism.42 In film, the linking process appears to be 
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between the Bridge, other man-made structures and concepts of national identity. Collins 
recently noted the continuation of naturalisation in television advertising: ‘[t]his naturalised 
link between the Bridge, the Opera House and the nation is evident as recently as January 
2005 in a tongue-in-cheek television advertising campaign (starring laconic Melbourne 
comedian Dave Hughes) for the Holden car, itself almost as iconic as the Hills Hoist and the 
lawnmower as artefacts of Australian suburban life’.43 In this advertisement Hughes, 
positioned on the Bridge with the Opera House nearby, tells the audience that ‘Holden means 
a great deal to Australia.’ Loved or hated, Holden’s coupling of Hughes’ bemused Aussie 
bloke character with the physical icons of the Bridge and the Opera House generated a lot of 
discussion. 
It is interesting that the Bridge attracts a complex range of representations in writing that 
expand and complicate the dominant narrative of the structure as a symbol of material 
progress and an important historical event, especially in relation to the city of Sydney. 
Perhaps this has to do with the creative space, positioned high above the Harbour, that writers 
feel free to explore. In 1978, Ian Moffit suggested that the Bridge was dated and noted that it 
‘clumsily staples the city together’44 – but recent fiction and memoir suggest otherwise.  
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